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David Yellin:  (muffled) started and (muffled).  This small section we had last time was 
sort of at the end.   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah.  
 
David Yellin:  Now, we had one other question, and we’d left this up to you.  We feel, 
very much, in your case particularly, we usually ask people to tell their life story and we 
do it for 2 reasons, we get a short background, and secondly we kind of loosen them up 
and we talk about something they know about themselves they feel better and so.  But in 
your case, I think it is so significant, your, both your involvement in this, it is important 
to know a lot about you, and also so much of what happened here, or much of what 
happened here, has to do with (muffled) as a person, and you know the hate sheets.  And, 
since this is for history, I don’t know if this sounds too precious, but we think you should 
have an opportunity to whatever you want say, answer, explain, you know, whatever the 
situation is, so whatever you think.  Would you like to do that first, would you, or do that 
when you’re kind of all finished, or?   
 
(muffled) identify the tape. 
 
David Yellin:  This is September 10, 1968, and we are working with Rev. James M. 
Lawson, Jr. in his office.  There is Joan Beifuss, Bill Thomas, and this is David Yellin. 
This is actually tape 2, that will go with the first tape that we made some weeks ago.  
And, as we agreed, before the show starts, we will kind of do this chronologically; and, 
therefore, start with your life. 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Okay, huh.  Well, let me see.  I am the son of a Methodist 
minister, the product of a Methodist parsonage, having been born in Pennsylvania, 
Uniontown, Pennsylvania, but not really knowing much about the state because being, of 
course, from the Methodist background, my family moved a fair amount, and we soon 
found ourselves in Ohio, where I started to school, and in fact did almost all of my public 
school work and college work. 
 
David Yellin:  Where in Ohio? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  In Massillon, Ohio.   
 
David Yellin:  Oh. 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  (muffled) New London for elementary school and high 
school, junior high, and then from there went on to Baldwin Wallace College in Berea, 
Ohio, for my college work.   
 
(talking over each other) 
 



 

 

Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  I suspect that as I think in terms of the influences of a child, 
that some of the important influences, some of the important pictures remain at least as 
the kind of images that at least I look back upon as having helped to shape and form my 
own life in part.  As an illustration, my father was a man who had tremendous social 
concern and compassion.  He was in one way, in some ways or  he is in some ways, not 
now of course because he is very old, but he was in some ways a very vigorous, if not 
even a violent man.  He refused to take any guff from anyone, particularly at the point of 
race, and in fact pastored for a time in Gadsden, Alabama, and a little town in South 
Carolina, but I have forgotten what the name was -- these were long before my birth.  
But, in the process wore on his hip a 0.38 pistol, and insisted that he was going to be 
treated as a man, and on several occasions interfered when he saw Negroes being 
mistreated, even then.   
 
David Yellin:  In Alabama? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  That’s right.   
 
David Yellin:  About when would that have been? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  I am not sure, this was over 40 years ago now.  This would 
have been over 40 years ago, in fact probably longer, probably as much as 50, because 
my older sister was born sometime around this period, and he left the south because he 
was fearful of what might happen to his family as a consequence of his own behavior.  I 
can remember as a small boy in Ohio incidents happening to Negroes in the town, and 
my dad going out at 3 a.m., 4 a.m. to try to deal with the situation.  He always as 
preaching, what preaching I can remember, was always very vigorous.  Since I have 
become a pastor myself I have read a number of his sermons, and he has come to preach.  
He has always had a lot of social contact, or contact with the gospel.  So, I suspect in a 
large measure this has been a very important influence all the way through.  Another 
important image is the way in which my mother persistently sought to put the stress upon 
Christian love as the way in which people form their lives.  This is crucial, because as a 
small kid in Ohio when any of us were called “nigger” on the street, we responded by 
fighting, or smacking the child who did it, or the person or adult called a name back.  In 
other words, we did not take that even, and in some way in elementary school I can 
remember very vividly on a street in Massillon, Ohio, being called “nigger” by a child or 
someone on the street on an errand, and I fought with the person, and then later returned 
home after the errand, and I remember sitting in the kitchen near the sink while my 
mother, who had sent me on the errand was doing something, probably fixing dinner, and 
telling her what had happened as I was out on the street.  And, I can remember very 
clearly her saying, asking me what good this did.  This was really not the way to deal 
with this problem, that love was a superior way, and that perhaps you needed to learn 
how to understand sticks and stones could hurt your bones, but names could not 
particularly if you knew who you were, and that you were loved and, by God if I heard 
that -- that became a very pivotal kind of experience because I remember from that point 
on, um another image and that is another occasion when the same thing happened with a 
child on the main street of town, stuck it’s head out of the window of a car and yelled, 



 

 

“nigger,” at me as I walked up the street.  I stopped and went over to the car and said 
hello to the girl, to the child, I don’t know if it was a boy or a girl, and I started to wait for 
her parent.  I wanted to say to the parent, you’re teaching your child wrong.  Now, this 
was a direct influence, of course, of this teaching from my mother.  
 
David Yellin:  How old were you then, can you remember? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  In elementary school, I don’t remember how old this was.   
 
Bill Thomas:  Did you attend the Ohio schools lately, are very integrated as I 
understand?   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  There was no, in this town, in fact (muffled) we had no 
such problem as particular as a ghetto school.  There were fair numbers of Negro 
students, as far as I can remember always.  We lived in a neighborhood that was always 
an integrated neighborhood with a fair number of Negro and white children.  We went to 
school together, we played together all through those years.  The problem with the 
ghetto, I was not aware of until visits to Cleveland.  
 
Bill Thomas:  It is interesting though how you have become, how did you become aware 
of the race problem in such a setting?  I take it probably your family was… 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, I suspect because of the use of the term “nigger” and 
also because my own parents were very keenly interested in this area.  In fact, this 
doesn’t indicate only interest, but my father, every town he’d pastured, if there was not an 
NAACP chapter, he formed one.  If there was not an Urban League he founded one.  
So, all across New York and Pennsylvania, where he pastored there are chapters of the 
NAACP and Urban League branches that my dad founded.  So, this was an active 
concern, so I would just suspect that this was always there.  We always had a Negro 
newspaper, The Pittsburg Courier.  In fact, I just wrote to the retired senior editor, 
telling him that I was weaned on the Courier and P.L. Prattis.  I remember it very well 
all my days, reading the Courier, Prattis and Rogers, and George Schuyler, who was such 
a (muffled).  He used to be senior editor at some point at one time; and then I can’t 
remember a time when (muffled) I was not reading these things that were in the house.  
My father had an extensive library.  He was a very learned man, particularly for that 
period.  And, in elementary school, I suppose another thing that shaped me was the fact 
that I was a very avid reader.  I don’t know how early this happened, but I can’t 
remember any time in elementary school that I was not always reading.  In fact, my 
mother tells me even today, that if I wasn’t out playing baseball or something, I always 
had a book in my hand,  (muffled) two things I did.   
 
David Yellin:  How many children were you in? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  There were nine of us, and I was the oldest boy; five girls 
and four boys.   
 



 

 

David Yellin:  Nine of you?  And you had an older sister, and then you were second? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  There were five girls, only girls, all older, and then four 
boys.  (muffled). 
 
(talking over each other) 
 
David Yellin:  It just brought one thing that is kind of interesting, it might bring up 
something; when your mother, you had this pivotal experience of your mother bringing 
you love, nonviolence… 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Of course there was love, not nearly (muffled) nonviolence 
in those days. 
 
David Yellin:  (muffled) your mother and father were kind of on opposite sides on this 
standpoint.   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Well, yes and no.  My dad preached the same thing, 
basically, but he did not see any real conflict in the use of the weapon or the gun; and, in 
fact, I can remember very vividly as a first grader, going to school the first boy, all of the 
boys in town, or at least in the school, in this elementary school I went to thought that 
they -- at least all the boys in the class I guess thought they had to test the preacher’s kid.  
So, I remember two or three afternoons at lunchtime going home being followed by a 
whole gang of boys, all insisting upon fighting me.  And, I didn’t particularly want to do 
this, but I can remember a couple of occasions my father met me at the doorsteps and 
said, well, go ahead and fight them one by one.  And, I can remember spending a couple 
of lunch hours where I fought different boys, but this was not my mother’s attitude.  She 
always felt that this was not the way, and always insisted we were not to fight each other 
as children, try to settle (muffle).  So, I think the point would be that my father’s 
approach to it, while he accepted the reality and the (muffled) idea of Christian love, he 
did not carry it as far as my mother did by… Well, this is very important because later on, 
when all of the boys reached draft age, we all declared ourselves as conscientious 
objectors.  And… 
 
David Yellin:  All the boys in the family? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yes, all the boys in the family.  Now, when this first 
happened, my parents said, “Well it’s how we have raised them.  It’s because we have 
taught them to love.” 
 
David Yellin:  (muffled) understand people. 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  It wasn’t until I was facing prison as a senior in college, 
that it became a family crisis.  And, two things were very important; one was that my 
father said in this period, “Well, but they’ve been raised all their lives to think in terms of 
love first.”  And, my brothers and I said to my mother, “If you had not expected us to 



 

 

take this to heart, why did you teach us then, that love is the law of God, and the love of 
the law (muffled)?”  And, I remember very clearly coming home and, from college 
during that last year in college when this was a real possibility, and my brothers and I 
between the living room and dining room with my mother there, running back and forth 
with her, and our saying this to her, and her suddenly stopping and pausing for a very 
long time, and never again has she ever questioned or said anything about these positions.   
 
David Yellin:  Did you, in regard to the draft? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  I want to go back and come back to it, because we keep 
talking back and forth, but of course that’s…  Um, another important image in 
elementary school for me was that somewhere along the line I can remember very clearly 
taking the position of trying to protect the new kids who moved to town, and who 
immediately other, both girls and boys, had to be tested through battle.  And, I did this in 
elementary school because I didn’t -- one incident that is very vivid was a sister and 
brother who moved to Memphis, rather to Massillon from, as I recall, somewhere in 
Pennsylvania.  It was the Henderson family.  As I remember, the boy was in my class, 
and the first lunch period, probably the first lunch period that they came to school, they 
were followed home by a whole crowd, and for some reason it was whites and blacks.   
 
David Yellin:  Whites and blacks? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Whites and blacks.  And, I remember clearly going over 
there to O.C. Henderson and walking with them down the hill, and thus identifying 
myself with them.  And, when the fellows ran ahead on the other side of the street to 
waylay them with stones, I warned them of it, because I saw them doing it.  This is 
important to me, because it is at least an awareness that (muffled) even in elementary 
school to violence as a form, even on that kind of personal level.  Um, so this is a very 
important image, and I put that image with the image of this “nigger” incident, which was 
not an occasional incident, it happened often enough to any Negro kid in town to know 
about it, to know of this kind of experience.  These are two very pivotal experiences in 
my own development and thought.  And, when I read the autobiography of Malcolm X, 
how in Michigan he and his brothers and sisters were called “nigger” and “coon” and a 
number of names like this, and he says that he thought this was normal, and thought how 
completely foreign that was to my experience.  It was a battle cry in my growing up 
experience, and my brothers and sisters, too; exactly the same way.   
 
David Yellin:  When you had these experiences, and this one with the Henderson fellow, 
did you go back home and talk about it?  Were you that kind of family?  
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Well, we were a close family, both in terms of talk and 
experiences together, and I probably did.  We probably did talk about this.  We are still 
very close in this way.  Dorothy often relates how whenever the Lawsons get together, 
the first two or three nights we have to be up all night long talking, whether we’ve seen 
each other a month before or six months before, it doesn’t matter, we spend probably 
most of, at least the first and second nights talking through the night and day.  So, 



 

 

probably this was something that was talked about. 
 
David Yellin:  And, I wonder about your decision on the draft. 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Well, let me come back to that.   
 
Bill Thomas:  I was wondering, the feeling that you had, as a child that age, was there an 
awareness?  Obviously there was some sort of awareness of black and white?  Do 
remember how this came about, or did you feel, what was the feeling? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  I remember in elementary school a specific kind of incident 
that, in which I remember the specific feelings.  (muffled) is that this “nigger” then was 
more a front to who I thought I was, my personhood, and it was, therefore, a signal this 
other person had to be corrected.  I don’t remember any concomitant feelings of fear, or 
even hate with it.   
 
Bill Thomas:  Maybe I asked the question badly.  In growing up there in Ohio, were 
there places that were off-limits? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Let me move on.  We can move on to junior high and high 
school, where this becomes more evident, you know.  In junior high, because in this 
town; in fact, I look back many times and have been very thankful I grew up and finished 
at least junior high and high school in Massillon, because at that time it was a fairly good 
system.  We had separate elementary schools, and then junior high schools, and then a 
single high school in the city, and all of these schools had a fair variety of opportunities 
for growth and development of talent.  We were made aware of this last week when John 
got a campus school where there is a music teacher who comes in half a day or something 
like this, a week, or two days a week or something.  Well, for me this is very strange.  
This isn’t true in the elementary schools in Memphis.  In Massillon we had regular 
music lessons from teachers who came in every week, singing regular music all the time. 
 
David Yellin:  You mean every day?  
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, well not every day, but every other day, some classes 
with the teacher, but every week a teacher who came in to certain elementary schools for 
a day or two days, whatever was necessary to (muffled).   
 
David Yellin:  Does Massillon have a good football (muffled)? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, (muffled).  
 
David Yellin:  (muffled) Paul Brown (muffled). 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.: Paul Brown was the coach there.  Then, in junior high 
school I started my first organized sports, because junior high had a 7th grade football 
team with regular schedules, and 9th grade teams of course with regular junior high 



 

 

scheduled around the city and county, you know.  My main interests still were sports and 
reading.  I got some of my first speaking chances in junior high school and drama, 
particularly in the 8th and 9th grades, and music -- all of which I took, I had a lot of 
interest in.  I think the most important thing that happened in junior high school, though, 
was a kind of decision that I wanted my life to count for something.  And, this came 
about primarily through the 8th grade History teacher, who happened to have been one of 
the best basketball players that Massillon had produced.  Because now the coach 
(muffled) at Miami University, basketball coach there.  And, (muffled) was looked to, I 
guess by every kid in that school.  He was an extraordinarily fine man, who took a deep 
interest in every youngster, I’m sure, and seemed to take something of a special interest 
in me.  And, because he was this kind of a man in a very real way, I made certain 
decisions that I have essentially tried to follow ever since.  So, this is a very important 
picture from the junior high period of life.  Also, the exposure to speech and drama was 
extremely important in junior high school, because in the 9th grade I started doing some 
of the extensive reading of current events that has remained a part of my life throughout 
high school, college, and since that time.  So this meant then that when I went down to 
the high school, I was very deeply committed to getting involved in the whole 
speech/debate program, which was one of the main strong fields we had at that time, at 
least we had three speech and debate teachers in the school, and the speech and debate 
teams traveled all across the section of northeastern Ohio, the state of Ohio rather, the 
northeastern region, Pennsylvania, New York, for speech and debate tournaments; drama 
contests, and all this kind of thing.  This was very important because it started me out in 
what has remained a lifelong interest and concern for what goes on in society.  It started 
me off in reading many newspapers and periodicals regularly as a discipline, and clipping 
and saving, putting things away, remembering them.  Of course using these primarily in 
the field of speech and debate, but a very important discipline now.  (muffled).  Now it 
was in high school that we could begin to see some of the problem.  For example, it was 
in high school that I remember most another kind of picture, and that is when returning 
home late at night, meaning anywhere between 9 and 11 during the school term, a band 
rehearsal or drama class or debate or some kind of meeting at the school, and walking 
home on several occasions the police would stop me, and number one call me, of course, 
“boy,” which of course I was just a high school kid.  The more important thing was, of 
course, the way in which they would ask questions about where I was going, and what I 
was doing.  Now this town was small enough for these men to know who I was, and to 
know my family, where I lived.  And, I felt even then that this was a kind of unnecessary 
stopping, and never felt good about this.  And, there was one of those experiences where 
I could (muffled) get those feelings (muffled).  Another way in which this developed 
was when a high school friend and I would, after some occasion, would stop to get a 
sandwich or a coke or something, and I remember in particular one experience where this 
very good friend of mine, he and I were very, very close in high school, we sat there for 
probably 45 or 50 minutes, and nothing happened, and finally the owner of this store 
came over, and called Ben aside.  Ben went over there, and after Ben came back he 
looked embarrassed, but he told me what had happened.  The manager told him, “Don’t 
ever let this happen again.”  Don’t ever come in there again with “that.”  We talked 
about this of course, because in the high school I was, and this was again very important; 
there were a number of us in particularly debate, drama, and speech circles, who spent a 



 

 

lot of times in hotel rooms and in various rehearsal periods doing a lot of talking, and one 
of the subjects we talked about then was the old question of religion, and tolerance, and 
freedom, and race, and human relations.  There were Jewish fellows in this, Roman 
Catholic, and of course (muffled).  So, here again was where we began to see some of 
these problems.  In fact I, in high school, I guess began to be typed because I quarreled, 
or took issue with one of my best friends who was a teacher, because he was the director 
of a band, a very, very good band, but I told him bluntly that it seemed to me that in light 
of the fact that he had a number of Negro students who were top musicians, that he never 
had top musicians in the first chairs, meaning he never had Negro musicians in the first 
chair, or as student director.   
 
Bill Thomas:  Now, did you play in the band? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yes, I played in the band.   
 
Bill Thomas:  What did you play? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  There is a tuba over there.   
 
(talking over each other) 
 
David Yellin:  Again, just to get the perspective, what were the dates? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Oh, this was between, let’s see I finished high school in 
‘46, so this is what, ‘43-‘44, ‘44-‘45, ‘45-‘46, during the war years. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  Reverend Lawson, did your father’s church ever integrate?   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No, it was a Negro congregation. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  Would there have been joint MYF meetings with white churches? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Oh, well there were white meetings, I mean there were 
integrated meetings of different kinds all during this period, but, I don’t remember any 
that made any real impression on me except some of those at the school.  And, I guess 
that is because the school was really my center, even though I did teach a Sunday school 
class, 9- and 10-year-old boys, which was a very fine experience.   
 
David Yellin:  Did you have any white kids?  
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No, (muffled) in the church.   
 
Joan Beifuss:  Did you sing in the choir, too? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, sang in the choir, too. 
 



 

 

Joan Beifuss:  The whole preacher’s kid (muffled). 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Oh, yes.  Sang in the choir, was in the youth group. 
 
Bill Thomas:  Did you play basketball?  Did you play on the basketball team? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No, I did not.  
 
Bill Thomas:  Football team? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No.   
 
Bill Thomas:  Reading took over, I guess. 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Well, I think that I, I played in football.  I played football 
in junior high school, and I think in part I started swinging this other direction.  I played 
intramural and sandlot all through those years, baseball, football, basketball, but I never 
went out for a team after that, and probably I started moving this other direction.  
 
Joan Beifuss:  Reverend Lawson, were your older sisters married and moving away 
(muffled)? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Oh, yes, by the time I was in high school they were all 
gone, except one maybe, all were in different parts of (muffled) of Ohio rather. 
 
David Yellin:  How did they handle the social occasions, the social events at the school? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Oh, we went to, I went to, we went to all the dances and 
what not, and there were no kind, you know, we didn’t have any kind of problems.  In 
fact, you know it was fairly foolish of the high school students.  Today I think they are 
much more sophisticated than we were, and I have the feeling that there would be big 
problem, if people, if parents would stay out of it -- parents and the schools would give 
the students some degree of freedom to determine their own course.  We had all kinds of 
dances.  There were dances after every game.  There were dances after every game of 
junior high, senior high, and there was prom, senior prom, sophomore class, junior class, 
senior class.  There was a military ball.  There was, I don’t know what all.   
 
(muffled) 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  (muffled) some more, (muffled) you know.  (muffled) my 
junior and senior year.  My brother’s date to the prom (muffled).  Now, they (muffled)  
there were some problems when we did have a principal who had some fears, and he 
caused some concerns, and his problems were not simply at this social level, because my 
folks had to go up and read the riot act to him because he didn’t want to let me pursue 
college course, college prep course, and take the hours I could handle, which was done 
knowingly by all the kids who eventually made the National Honor Society as I did.  



 

 

But, he didn’t want to let me do this for no apparent reason.  My parents figured it was 
prejudice, so they went up (muffled) and made it clear to him what was going on.   
 
David Yellin:  And did he relent? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Oh, yes, sure.  And I never had any more problems.  They 
had to do it again for one of my younger brothers, as I recall.  So, there may been 
something with the teachers, but my remembrance of the school, I remember some of 
those days, and other than saying this to the teacher, and then also of course what 
happened to my younger brother, Bill, made it very clear that it was more deep-rooted 
prejudice there, than what any of us had even thought about.   I had taken issue with, as I 
said, this one man who was a very good friend of mine, and has remained so through the 
years, but I suspect this is because of all the people in the band I talked straight to him 
when we had a problem that we had to deal with.  He appreciated that much.   
 
Bill Thomas:  The incident at the soda fountain, or wherever it was, with Ben, this was 
pretty interesting.  Did he (muffled)? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  (muffled) service, he went in the service.  What he was 
told then was, “Don’t let this happen again, because the next time I won’t serve you.”   
 
Bill Thomas:  I see.  And then, what was, you said Ben was embarrassed.   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  (muffled). 
 
Bill Thomas:  Afterwards? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No, afterwards we talked about it. 
 
Bill Thomas:  And did you hunt a place, you know?   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No, we ate the hamburger there.   
 
Bill Thomas:  Oh, yeah, but I mean afterwards did you? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No. 
 
Bill Thomas:  Did you have a regular place? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No, I don’t remember ever going back there again.  I think 
what I should say is that we -- in those days I don’t remember entering into a situation 
deliberately for the purpose of counter posing.  I know that as we moved around Ohio 
and elsewhere (muffled) tours and school tournaments and whatnot, that our speech and 
debate coaches, and part of the student colleagues and all did tend to try to ensure that we 
weren’t going to have any incidents, and then they’d search out the hotel, and eating 
places, too.  So, we wouldn’t run into too many incidents in those days at all.  Some of 



 

 

this was because there were sections of Ohio then where we just didn’t have them.  You 
know, in college I traveled all through the area by car, and bus, and whatnot.  And, while 
I met any number of incidents, I also though ate and slept in many places where I didn’t 
have any kind of reaction that I could read, so, when you sat down in a mixed situation in 
that section of the country.  
 
David Yellin:  When did college come into your life?  Did you know you were going to 
go to college early? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yes.  Let me say this, one of the things that was very 
hurtful to us in this period was the treatment that my younger brother, Bill, received.  
And I think this had real psychic affect upon Bill.  Bill is a very talented musician, a 
minister of music now in Ohio, in Cleveland.  He had been playing the piano since he 
was 5, and singing.  And, by the time he reached high school he was writing music, a 
tremendous tenor voice, playing the saxophone, and very quickly established himself in 
the school as the outstanding musician without, with no one near to him.  And, the 
incident that made us recognize what we were up against then, and I have often thought 
back on this, was that every kid almost in that school assumed that Bill would be the first 
student to be student director of the band, and student director of the choir, which was of 
course the position given to the best musician of course.  And, Bill’s junior year, when 
he was called in by both the band director and the choir director and told that he was such 
an unusual musician, that it was felt that someone else should be given this opportunity.   
 
(laughing) 
 
David Yellin:  He was needed for his (muffled). 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  And, therefore, he was needed to (talking over each other), 
which you know was an eye opener for at least the boys of the family, and of the 
character of the problem.  And, I think this in part explains then why my brothers Phillip 
and John were vastly more militant in high school.  You know, because they (muffled) 
they became typed very soon for some reason as being very outspoken, and I think the 
fact that Bill’s incident between mine and theirs, is what made the difference with them. 
 
David Yellin:  In other words, what -- your family sort of went along, not oblivious to 
the problem, but not really ever exposed rawly to it.   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, right.   
 
David Yellin:  And then so when these things (muffled). 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, tripped and you know, sort of casual fallings.  Now, 
I wouldn’t say we weren’t exposed to it, we were exposed to it in a variety of ways, but I 
think that in those days, a part of our response was, you know, things are going to be 
normal to the best of our ability, that where someone tries to impose something that is not 
normal upon us, then, you know, we’re not going to let that happen.  We’re going to, to 



 

 

the best of our ability, be our own persons.  I think this is much more, as I at least look 
back, would be my attitude.  But I think this incident that happened to Bill probably 
affected us, at least again the boys, in ways that began to make us push deeper.  
 
David Yellin:  Now was all this articulated among you?  Did you talk much about the 
fact, I guess you might say did you talk much about race, or is this a new, past mid 20th 
century kind of phenomenon? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  I am sure we talked about race.  I can’t remember all the 
conversations.  I remember very clearly that our family concluded that Principal Kent 
was acting towards me purely because I was a Negro, and that I was supposed to do this, 
because up to that time, it has to be said, that one of the things that was true about that 
school is that there was a very handful of Negro kids who had the ability and went to 
college.  I think this was because they were not pushed by their parents, and they were 
not pushed by the school.   
 
David Yellin:  And most of these took what, industrial-type course or something? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, many of them took business, or just the usual kind of 
course for graduation.  Of course you had to, as I recall, you had to make a decision 
between at least 3 clear courses; college prep, vocational, and then just high school 
diploma, minimal kind of courses.   
 
David Yellin:  It seems to me, and I may be grasping for things, but also for an 
explanation that -- then your problem as far as race was kind of, your problem and your 
family’s was to (muffled).   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Well this is not true because in high school I was a very 
active member of NAACP, a huge chapter, which did nothing but make memberships.  I 
was also active in the Urban League.  In fact, one of the very influential people I knew 
then was the Urban League executive secretary by the time the Urban League had 
become a Red Feather Agency, and it had a full-time executive secretary.  And, 
somewhere in this period Alton Thomas came to Massillon and he became a member of 
the church, and he and our family became very, very close to each other.  And, we talked 
many times.  He, in fact, had a copy of An American Dilemma; Alton Thomas’s gift to 
me, somewhere shortly after it was published.  I think I was still in high school, or some 
time period after.  So, I was active here, but I can’t remember a single thing we did, 
other than meet.  And, I remember my chief experience here, I remember getting the 
idea and taking it to the NAACP of our, and the membership campaign going out in the 
streets and talking to Negroes.  And, I did this, in what was considered, “The Rough 
Corner.”  I did this in high school, and I remember very clearly my rude awakening in 
talking to some of these guys about why they should joint the NAACP, and their 
response.  And their, of course, response was great rhetoric about their unconcern, and 
what they would do to any white man who touched them or messed with them, and this 
was my beginning awareness of the rhetoric that was very much a part of the poor and the 
oppressed (muffled).  The only thing I -- I remember this very clear, it is another thing I 



 

 

can remember; I do not remember any effort to break down (muffled), and we knew there 
were some -- The Sugar Bowl, Negroes didn’t go into The Sugar Bowl on Main Street, 
and it was a main teenage gathering place after games.  But, they refused to serve.  In 
fact, my first vacation home from college after I left high school, I sat in that place for 
about 3 hours, and another white friend and I sat in another place on Main Street for most 
of an evening.  At this time I had discovered the other techniques of a sit-in.   
 
David Yellin:  So, we’re going to come to that.   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Pressuring them.   
 
David Yellin:  That is interesting, too, it seems to me.  Did you have kind of a scholarly 
look, a bookish look when you were young?  I mean, did you wear glasses?   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  I wore glasses.  I have worn glasses since before the 4th 
grade.   
 
David Yellin:  So, when you went and talked to these tough guys, you didn’t look like a 
tough guy.  And then that was important.   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Now, Alton Thomas was engaged in efforts at jobs, I know 
this.  I remember this clearly.  And, there were meetings about housing.  I don’t 
remember any meetings ever about the schools.  There were no Negro teachers in the 
schools at that time, although within 2 or 3 years after I graduated the first Negro teachers 
were hired. 
 
David Yellin:  After you graduated high school? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  From high school. 
 
David Yellin:  And that followed the second world war, which was… 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  There was probably a big push to act at that time by some  
people, but I don’t remember any meetings on these fields at all.   
 
David Yellin:  Now, you didn’t go to movies and sit in…? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No, no.  No such thing as that.  Movies were open. 
 
Bill Thomas:  So, actually leaving high school at the time you left high school you really 
hadn’t come up against a rough, hard situation.   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  I would say that’s probably, that’s right.   
 
David Yellin:  It’s all comparable isn’t though.   
 



 

 

Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Well, of course you see you have to say this, I maintain 
there is very little (muffled) and the Southern (muffled) deeper and more invisible 
(muffled).  The Southern pattern, the Negro grew up knowing his place, and he could 
grow up in the south side of Memphis, or the north side of Nashville in the ghetto, and he 
could remain in the ghetto, and he could be very much protected from encounters, and 
this has happened to great numbers.  But in the north, particularly in a place like 
northeastern Ohio at that time you had no ghettos that you could grow up in without 
encountering the problem.  So, you could get refuse.  And, I can remember in high 
school, several slips of tongues by people that hurt me to the quick.  I mean, I can 
remember that very vividly, and I have a feeling that that probably in fact, later on I point 
out in college, this experience was the experience where, which became the -- this kind of 
experience became the (muffled) agent for me to really move in and deal with the 
question of who am I? 
 
Joan Beifuss:  Could you say that in the south, where (muffled 50:15) that in the north 
that you almost have to find your place as you went along?  You found it sort of 
gradually, but that things kind of (muffled) in on you as you got older? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Well, let’s say it this way; as I said, in the north the place, 
for a long time, was not defined.  (muffled)  So, consequently in high school, and junior 
high, and elementary school I had teachers who made a great deal of effect on me 
because of pushing me and stimulating me to think, and who -- this was not only, this 
was in history, the social sciences, and English Literature.  Very clearly the teachers 
were (muffled) and sort of you know -- their definition of me was as a person, I believe.  
But there were other teachers of course who did not have that definition.  So, there was 
no definition. You had a variety of definitions that were available, so that you could have 
a whole range of experiences.  Consequently all across the north in my college days, for 
example, you know I have had any number of kinds of experiences, and one began to see 
this much more acutely in college, but I guess also in college I became much more aware.   
 
David Yellin:  Now that they form a pattern (muffled). 
 
(talking over each other) 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Now, I can’t say that I was -- I was never afraid in this 
period in high school to speak what I felt was the thing that had to be said, what was 
right.  For example, I worked part time during part of my sophomore year, in the 5- and 
10-cent store.  And, this manager thought he was making a breakthrough hiring his first 
Negro employee.   
 
David Yellin:  Now, you said on a part-time basis. 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  I was at first a porter, and then later I was stock boy.  Now, 
I was a porter originally because they already had a stock boy full time.  Then, just 
before the summer, he stopped, and the manager said, you are now a stock clerk, stock 
clerk rather, stock boy.  A man, a person receiving shipping, you were the guy that put 



 

 

the stock up and carried it out.  This made a little bit more money.  Then, in the middle 
of that summer, another white boy came in, and he proceeded, without any warning or 
anything to me, to make him the stock boy, and make me a porter again.  So I spent 
about a week talking to him about this, to the secretary in the office, and one or two other 
people in the store, and to my family.  And when he wasn’t able to reverse this, I told 
him, well I wouldn’t work any more, and did not.  
 
David Yellin:  And, why do you think this happened?  Why did you think this 
happened? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Well, I knew it was race, that was (muffled) clear it was 
race.  (muffled) 
 
David Yellin:  In your relationship with your, with all the students, when you talked 
about things you were accepted, weren’t you? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Oh, yes.  
 
David Yellin:  And your opinion, and they argued, and you could…  Was there any 
cutoff point?  I mean, did you talk much about race, or? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  I don’t remember all those, except as I have said.  We did 
talk about race I know in certain circles.  We, I had some confrontation with Negro kids 
because Negro kids in the school, in the high school at least, tended to, what I call, 
segregate themselves in one corner of the lunch hall, and I thought that this wasn’t a good 
idea, and I told them so (muffled), and as such, I didn’t participate in it, because I didn’t 
think it was a good practice, and I felt that more of them needed to get engaged in some 
of the school activities, and (muffled), because I think they were open for people to 
(muffled), and this gradually did happen in fact, because within time, we got the 
dedication they wanted.  They always had a queen for the book, the yearbook, the 
annual, it was a Negro girl, at least on one occasion back then.  And, people eventually 
on the student council, as well as (muffled). 
 
Bill Thomas:  Was this while you were in school? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No, I am not sure if anybody ran for student council when I 
was still there, but I think within a year or so after I left they were.   
 
Joan Beifuss:  How large a high school are we talking about? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  2200, 2300.  It was the one school in town, and the town 
was about 30,000. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  Is Massillon industrial, or is it a rural? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Steel.  (muffled).  Yeah, I think they’ve won -- the last 15 



 

 

years I think they’ve won probably at least 10 of the state championships in football. 
 
David Yellin:  One of the first high schools I ever heard of that was accused of having 
professionals play.  That (muffled) flunked them, or got them kept back.  
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  There was always that kind of talk. 
 
David Yellin:  Well, now how did you get to college?  Did you win a scholarship? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  I had a couple of scholarships actually, and I finally -- a 
very good friend whose father was a friend of my father, a Lutheran minister in town, 
who was a year ahead of me in high school.  So, he went to Capital University in 
Columbus and talked to the admissions office about me, and so Capital offered me a 
scholarship.  And, then the Methodist college in Berea, Ohio offered me a scholarship.  
But, I think the most important thing was that I saw that we didn’t have enough money 
for me to go, so I decided to stay out of school for a year and work.  And, which I did.  
So, this really wasn’t a successful venture, because I gave more money away than I 
saved, but it was a good year in the sense that I did a lot of reading in between, and I got 
to do some traveling for the church as a young person, and I thus began to get exposed to 
some of the wider circles in the church.  So this was very important for that.   
 
Bill Thomas:  You had not made a decision to enter the ministry at this point? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, I was looming between the ministry and war through 
most of high school.  
 
David Yellin:  Now, was this partly because of the limitations of what was open to you, 
do you think? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No, my chiefest concern was how do I help deal with the 
problem of race, and how do I most effect change?  That was the crucial question for me 
in high school, and for at least the first two years of college.  And, I thought possibly 
law, and (muffled) politics, and the ministry.  These were the (muffled) I really ever 
gave thought to.   
 
Bill Thomas:  That seems awfully early, you know, for you to make a judgment on 
social change, and want to -- but was this partly because of the debate thing, and reading 
so much? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, I think so, and also because of my whole family 
interest and background.  I think all this was a part of it.  And, also because I, as I had 
said earlier, in junior high made the clear decision somehow I wanted to try to see if life 
couldn’t be affected (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  Do you remember an incident, or is this now kind of all conglomerated 
together?  



 

 

 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Well, I think there were several incidents.   
 
David Yellin:  You mean with this coach? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah.   
 
David Yellin:  Did you talk with him at any time, or? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No, not that I remember.  We had lots of conversations 
because one of the things that I remember, which I have been very thankful for, was that 
the teaching method was a teaching method of asking people to discuss things and talk 
about them.  And, this happened in, I remember very clear in, 7th, 8th, 9th, and of course 
all through college.  I remember, for example, the day of the death of Roosevelt, I think 
in almost every class I had that day we had a major discussion of what this man’s life 
meant, and not the teacher talking about it, but they were going around the room and 
asking the class, you know, what this life meant, and I can remember very clearly in the 
history class, a younger teacher,  Miss. (muffled), because they were sisters, and I had 
one in the 8th grade in junior high school, and one in high school.  I remember her asking 
clearly the Negro kids in the class, “Well, what do you think Roosevelt meant to Negro 
people?”   
 
(muffled) 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No, I remember (muffled) she asked around the room from 
everyone, and she came to me, and at that time I was a staunch republican because my 
dad was a staunch republican (muffled), and part of my answer was, you know, that 
Negroes had benefited because Roosevelt had tried to do certain things to deal with 
depression and poverty and all, and that he did not exclude Negroes, but included them 
in, which was really the first time that this had happened.  That is the only part of that I 
remember trying to say.  
 
David Yellin:  It is interesting. 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, I remember it clearly, and in those days I was 
republican, my dad was republican.   
 
David Yellin:  You have a republican pronunciation of his name.  You’ve got 
“Rosevelt” and “Roosevelt.”  It’s hard to be prejudiced.   
 
(muffled) 
 
David Yellin:  Let’s get you on to college.  If you stood out for a year, (muffled)  you 
gave up your potential scholarships, or were you able to…? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No I kept them.  I was able still to make the choice 



 

 

between either one or the other. 
 
David Yellin:  And you chose? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  I chose Baldwin Wallace College. 
 
David Yellin:  That’s the one that offered you in Berea. 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  And, actually I had gotten the better scholarship there 
anyway, too, eventually, so. 
 
David Yellin:  And you had to live away from home? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, that’s right because this was 60 miles away.  So, I 
started college in ‘47, and this was a time when of course it was post-war.  The GIs were 
home, the GI bill was going strong, and the first booms in college were beginning.  Gee, 
this is getting involved.  Race became a very important issue in college, because it was 
the key question, at least I think it was the key forced, force rather that made me deal 
with the question of, “Who am I?  What am I?  What’s the meaning of my life?”  And, 
I think this was done on my own level in the junior high.  I think it was done again, and 
again in senior high school, but the college (muffled) was crucial in that it caused me to 
take certain forms.  Oh, this year out of school I said was very important because of the 
wider church circles, but also very important though because I think it was about this 
time that I began to think seriously about the whole business of war.  In my senior year 
of high school, the debate topic was something about, yeah right, it was, “Does atomic 
energy makes mass armies obsolete?”  this was really exciting, because I had never 
forgotten since we prided ourselves in a long good record of debate, this meant we 
researched everything, and I guess at that time I would rather go (muffled) atomic energy, 
and the whole Manhattan Project, and whatnot.  But, I had, being a good American kid, 
formed an opinion by the end of that year, a personal opinion that we needed a preventive 
war.  That we should take the bombs and drop them on Russia and obliterate it, and stop 
(muffled) future.  So, this means it became an important issue, and so in this year, it was 
the year of ‘47 that I became very keenly aware that well on the one hand with the 
challenge between the meaning of love, as particularly as I saw it then in the life of Jesus, 
and war, and what this would mean then in terms of my own life.  So, that in ‘48, which 
I think was the first year that they passed the peacetime military act, I did not know for 
certain, but I remember very clearly when I went down to register at 18, I said to the 
woman, you know, I don’t think I could go in there.  I just don’t think my religion would 
let me.  And, I made it very clear to her that I wasn’t signing anything that would take 
away my right to make this decision apart from that pressure.   And, I don’t remember 
very much about the process, any at all, except that whatever cards, I made very sure that 
she understood as I understood that this was my feeling, and as I remember I had her 
write onto the card, something that this man thinks he is a (muffled) or something like 
that, to make sure that (muffled). 
 
Bill Thomas:  But you weren’t quite sure about the (muffled).   



 

 

 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No, I wasn’t quite sure, but I knew there was a problem.  
And, of course eventually this worked out so that I took a non-cooperative position by the 
end of ‘48 or the first part of ‘49 at least.  I sent back this draft card, and said that 
(muffled).  So, of course that is a very important development in college; and, race is the 
other very important one because in pursuing this; therefore, in every term paper and 
every paper I did in school, whether it was in English, World Literature, what it was in, I 
did generally readings in Gandhi, and started reading (muffled), and did all of my 
research work in this general area -- violence and nonviolence. 
 
Bill Thomas:  How did you first come upon Gandhi, do you know? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No, I don’t remember, you know, it’s lost in my past some 
place, but I know that in my freshman year in college I was reading it, and in fact I still 
have some of those papers in my files at home.  I was reading him and reading (muffled) 
and what (muffled) said about Gandhi and nonviolence -- the children of light, the 
children of darkness, and the children of light was one of the books in which he dealt 
with this more (muffled).  And made it a practice then in college to constantly do my 
outside class work in areas along this line; race, war, peace.  I did, for example in World 
Literature, a study of Tolstoy because he had become (muffled) one of my favorite 
scholars.  (muffled). 
 
(muffled) 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  (muffled).  In fact, I have just started re-reading them, War 
and Peace.  Go to Europe.  A new edition of it started (muffled).  So, race was 
important.  Let me say how it was important.  We were -- I had become aware 
sometime in this period about CORE, the Congress of Racial Equality, which it started in 
‘42 in Chicago, but somewhere in college I learned of this, and in fact, the most active 
member of my family in this area was my youngest brother, Phil, who went to a CORE 
workshop for a month in St. Louis because they were having then the summer workshops 
of a month to 6 weeks in places like Washington and St. Louis.  These are two places I 
remember the most (muffled) in the summer trip (muffled).  I know CORE was 
responsibility for the opening of the parks, restaurants, drug stores, fountains, and a 
whole lot of stuff in places like St. Louis, Washington, Cleveland, Los Angeles, Chicago, 
Boston, and I don’t know how many other places, Cincinnati -- all during that period of 
the ‘40s they were doing this work.  I did not get active in the CORE group that was 
going on in Cleveland, and I am not sure why I did not.  I suspect probably simply again 
because for me student life was a kind of a total involvement, and because I was very 
active on the campus in a great variety of ways.  And, the way in which this was true 
about race was, number one, that group of vets that had come to Baldwin Wallace after 
the war, and had proceeded to form a social fraternity that cut out all the hazing, the 
blackballing, the race or religion, Jewish, Catholic, and also had into this social fraternity, 
they ruled in high scholarship standard.  They did not think that a social fraternity had to 
encourage (muffled).  So, it was a very interesting experiment.  I was elected freshman 
president when I hit this campus, and found right away that there was a problem because 



 

 

I did not get invited to the fraternity rush parties, nothing this courteous, but my buddies 
did who had elected me for this class.  We had a very active class, and it was an 
aggressive class, you know, a lot of guys who were from that northern section of the 
country. 
 
David Yellin:  Don’t interrupt, but you will tell us where you lived? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Oh, in the dormitory.   
 
David Yellin:  What was your major on campus?  
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  My major was sociology, and I guess that was my major 
from the beginning.  I don’t know why I made that decision.   
 
Bill Thomas:  What was the name of this fraternity, this root? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Back then, Beta Sigma Tau.   
 
Bill Thomas:  Adopted the Greek letters.   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Oh, yeah, it was a Greek fraternity.  I didn’t really join it 
until the end of my freshman year when a large group of us in the freshman class, 
because a number of other fellows, knowing that I didn’t get invited to these other 
fraternity parties that they got invited to, they didn’t go in either, and we talked about 
this, and recognized it for what it was even then, and as we talked about it, we were at 
first anti-fraternity, and then gradually moved around to saying, “Well, but maybe if this 
thing could be changed from the inside, we’d join Beta Sigma Tau,” and in fact a very 
large group of us made the decision at the same time.   
 
David Yellin: Now, this movement was large motivated by returning veterans? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, it was started by (muffled) .  He has won two 
Olympic medals, 100 meter dash. 
 
David Yellin:  Dillard. 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  (muffled).  I didn’t (muffled) for a long time, and 
apparently I think he -- I have forgotten.  I think he was real tired in ‘48 and he didn’t get 
qualified.  As I heard, nobody qualified as a sprinter, and he won the sprint and the gold 
medal, and then the next time around he won (muffled)  in ‘46 or ‘47, somewhere in 
there.  So, it was really a rather remarkable bunch of guys who formed that thing.  And, 
of course it was an attractive group of guys.  They were mostly all veterans, but they 
were very sharp, and they (muffled) for a long time. 
 
David Yellin:  Did any of your thoughts about war and peace come in conflict with these 
same people who were…? 



 

 

 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yes and no.  There were a number of other fellows who 
were thinking in terms of the C.O. position.  So, we didn’t, of course that group and I 
didn’t conflict at all.  I don’t remember any (muffled) I knew there was often talk and 
debate because (muffled) my friends around campus were guys, a lot of them were 
pre-ministerial students, pre-law students, English majors, musicians, and a very, you 
know, a pretty talkative bunch, so we, you know, we had a lot of bull sessions in many 
hours of the morning all the time through college on every conceivable kind of subject, 
and not just this, but this was certainly -- race was an important issue.  I remember that 
first quarter at B.W., I wanting my mother to get a couple of my good friends, and they 
weren’t anywhere in the hall.  I noticed some of the guys in the hall looking very odd, 
and acting kind of odd, you know, not very talkative, trying to conceive  where they 
were.  And, so finally someone told me where they were at the end of the hall.  They 
were in the room in the hall, in one of the rooms, and I knocked on the door.  Someone 
said, “Come in.”  As I walked in, they were, the two fellows who have remained 
probably my best friends over the years, and about 14 or 15 other guys all sitting on 
double bunks and on the floor, and on the table, talking, and when I walked in, Jim said, 
“Come on in, we were just talking about you.”  They were talking about race.  These 
were guys who on one had elected me president of the freshman class in the hall.  They 
were guys who were very close, this was a barracks-type dorm, you know those things, a 
v12 barracks, and we were a noisy lot, so we felt fairly close to each other.  There were 
guys in this room at this time who shared in great (muffled).  I had double-dated with 
them, we had worn each other’s clothing on dates, you know, exchange clothing, same 
size, but except for about three of the guys in this room, the rest of them were saying 
Negroes stink, and this is what the debate was about that night.  So, the three guys who 
were disagreeing with us said, you know, what about Harrison, what about Jim, you 
know, what about Bill.  Those were the names of various people on campus, and all the 
Negroes on campus were all exceptions.   
 
David Yellin:  Did they mean this odiferously? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  They meant both things -- they meant Negroes were 
inferior, as well as the fact that Negroes had a special odor to them.  And, once again, 
this made me aware, you know again made me aware, you know, of the kind of 
concealed battle that many times you had to fight.  The whole iceberg character of this 
matter, if you will, relations and all.   
 
Bill Thomas:  Were you startled, Jim, to find that…? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  No, I don’t remember being startled, but I have, I am sure, 
that this discussion had to cause me pause, because I have looked back on it often, as an 
example of the kind of complexity of the problem.  One kid in particular and I were 
extremely close to each other.  We often visited and talked.  We were very much like 
each other temperamentally.  It never happened when he got, received a package from 
home, I was probably the first guy he came after to help eat the food, and as I had said we 
had double-dated, we had exchanged clothing, we had almost the same classes, and yet 



 

 

down in this discussion persisted in saying Negroes stink.  And, of course it did not give 
me any kind of a good feeling to have him say that, you know, you’re an exception, and 
Bill is an exception, and everyone else he knew on campus was an exception, and would 
still say this.   
 
David Yellin:  Were you the only black person in there (muffled). 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, I was the only black person. 
 
David Yellin:  And did it continue?   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Oh, it continued further, two or three hours I guess. 
 
David Yellin:  You did hear? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Oh, yeah, sure.  We talked it out.  We had roulette, you 
know.  
 
David Yellin:  It’s a (muffled), and I am saying this only because I can understand that 
this is your story, that when it came down to it, that they were, you know, when it really 
came down to it. 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  There was a line across, this substantiates this whole 
business and it is very difficult for a white person in America not to be a racist.   
 
David Yellin:  Yeah.  I mean, I don’t know how to put it, not push the line, but blur it or 
whatever you want, but… 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  The line became even more clearly drawn there.  Now this 
was a Methodist church college, and a couple of, you know two or three experiences 
come back.  One, I was freshman class president, we were a very active class.  We had 
decided that since we were all freshman and new to college that we were going to have 
something going on every week so that we could get acquainted and get oriented, and we 
did this.  We, in fact, we started Wednesday evening pop dances, that later become pop 
dances for the whole campus.  Well, in these special functions, we, you know we 
socialized.  We dated, and danced, and whatnot, and this caused a furor on the campus, 
that this freshman class, you know, was doing this.  That, at that time when it started we 
didn’t, it wasn’t a conscious decision, it was simply that we were friends. 
 
David Yellin:  Was it mixed dating? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, mixed dating.  It was simply that we were friends.  
Some of us had known each other in Methodist youth meetings in the area before we got 
to B.W. 
 
David Yellin:  Did this include the girls? 



 

 

 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, it included the girls, so, (muffled).  So, you know we 
knew each other beforehand because this was a Methodist college, and this was the 
church I grew up in and all.  So, it wasn’t a conscious decision, it was an unconscious 
kind of thing that happened, that these were the plans of the freshman party that 
developed, and we were sharing in them, and we went to them, and we felt (muffled).  
And, I’ll never forget that first quarter getting a call one Sunday (muffled) between 
(muffled) girl, a (muffled) girl, and who apparently (muffled) because she was in the 
speech group, too, and we both ended up at B.W., although we had not made this 
decision together.  I don’t even… And, Arlene was one of the girls that I had dated, and 
she called me up on a Sunday and asked me what I was doing.  I said, well I said I had 
planned to go to the concert that afternoon, so she said, well come and get me and let’s 
go.  So, we talked, and she was telling me then what was beginning to happen on 
campus.  (muffled) all these freshman girls who were engaged and were a part of the 
freshman class, I mean all these freshman girls who were going to freshman functions 
and activities, and who had friendship with me and whatnot, were being pressured by the 
upper class girls and fellows, and by their fraternities and sororities in particular, that you 
are going to be ostracized.  You’re going to lose out, and whatnot.  So, at a very early 
age I began to continue to see it as a whole business that still continues today, of the 
ostracism, and so, this then, I then was able to see what happened then, and that is a 
number of the girls then gradually withdrew, and when formerly they were responsive 
and dating and at the parties and all -- they pulled out.  And, of course it was Arlene who 
first began to make me aware that this was what was going on, the pressures and all.  So, 
here again you see race became a very conscious pat of the picture in a great variety of 
ways.  In this way, then with it came up in religion courses, and unfortunately we had a 
German Methodist head of the department of religion, Old Testament scholar, and he 
discussed it, and he was vehemently opposed to any kind of interracial dancing or dating.  
Friendship yes, but there should be a line.  And, a lot of the guys challenged him on this, 
in class. You know, he became very angry.  He never discussed this when I was in a 
class of his.  He discussed it other times and then it got back to me.  You see, they were 
telling me about. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  Reverend Lawson, how big a college was it? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Oh, probably about 1700. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  Any kind of idea of percentage of Negroes, or? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  They had just released (muffled) to open up athletics in 
particular, so they were just beginning to get them, and I guess there must have been 
about 45 or 50 of us at that time.   There was a visible group, an obvious group by that 
time.  Excuse me, both boys and girls.  And, over half of us, of course B.W. had by this 
time begun to become quite a commuter school from Cleveland.  But, over half of us 
were living in the dorms on campus.  (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  The business of race, and your experience with the dating.  Did it then 



 

 

become, and the only way I can describe it is, did it then become a social thing more than 
a personal?  Now again, here you were, you were Jim Lawson, sort of leading your 
special life.  You didn’t then associate yourself with all Negroes.  But it was still your 
own kind of personal thing? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Well, it happened, it was -- I suspect you know it was a real 
planned effort, because one or two of these girls who remained fast friends of mine, one 
in particular who had an older brother who was an attorney (muffled) later on told me of 
the very vigorous pressure he put on her to withdraw from friendship with me, and also 
the vigorous pressure that his fraternity brothers and everything of the bull sessions they 
had in the fraternity about this whole matter of getting these white girls to refrain from, 
and reeducating the freshman boys to understand the ways of life.  So, this, you know it 
may not have been a formally planned thing, but certainly I learned that they had 
discussed the whole business of it.   
 
David Yellin:  I meant, your own reaction to it. 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Well, my own reaction to it was two-fold; one, it was a very 
emotional reaction to it and a sense of real isolation and alienation and rejection, and this 
was a good thing in the sense that it was, I think, one of the pivotal experiences in college 
that caused me to then proceed to try to really deal with this question of, “Who am I?”   
(muffled).  And, so it helped to shape the other 3-½ years of college in terms of my own 
searching.  Also, when you say also it made, it helped to confirm a couple other 
decisions.  One was that I would absolutely refuse to act abnormal with I am in a normal 
(muffled) or person, meaning by this that -- let me see if I can get an illustration of this, 
because there used to be many of them at that time.  Well, the best illustration of it was 
when, later on, the head of the department of religion, and the head of the department of 
philosophy called me in -- I expect on the (muffled), because the school was receiving 
criticism because of my dating a girl on the campus and all, and the head of the 
department of religion was very much opposed to it, of course, personally, a German 
Methodist.  The head of the department of philosophy agreed to sit with them, to this 
unpleasant task, not to tell me that I shouldn’t do it, you know that I should break off this 
dating, but to at least be prepared, you know willing to talk about it.  In fact, he became, 
he was a good friend then, but he became even a firmer friend, still is.  In fact, he is now 
president of DePauw University up in Greencastle, Indiana, and we have continued to 
maintain a friendship over the years.  In fact, he became the chief faculty person against 
whom I could bombard my effort to shape my philosophy about nonviolence and war and 
peace.  He had been a Navy chaplain, and it was a Boston Ph.D. in philosophy,  but he 
was open to talking, and we did have, in fact, all through those years then, many long 
conversations in the coffee shop and elsewhere, in which he would react and we would 
battle back and forth over which was (muffled). 
 
Joan Beifuss:  What is his name? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  (muffled) 
 



 

 

Joan Beifuss:  What is his name? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Kerstetter.  William Kerstetter. 
 
Bill Thomas:  Can you spell it? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  K-E-R-S-T-E-T-T-E-R, I think.   
 
David Yellin:  Then he told you? 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Yeah, so what happened with that was the chamber of the 
department of religion who was very much opposed to it, he was pretty much a racist, he 
said, “No, this is wrong.  This shouldn’t be done.  Friendship, but this friendship should 
not lead to dating, it should not lead to dancing.  It should, of course absolutely not, lead 
to marriage.”  And, of course I said, “Well, now look, you know, she -- I knew the girl, 
she was a good friend.  We have been to camp together and other occasions.  We are 
both Methodist.  We both come from families that taught us that it’s a good friendship.”  
And I said I don’t think I should you know, it wouldn’t be right to break off something 
just because a few people can’t understand it as a normal, healthy kind of social process.  
You know, that’s one illustration of what I mean when I say that I made the commitment 
that I am not going to act unlike what I think I want to act like or feel like -- I am not 
going to be contorted into some form, and I am not going to be you.  This was like -- this 
was a direct effort and commitment that grew out of this period.  Another commitment 
that grew out of this period was that the clear decision that race was the ornament, and I 
made a decision before the end of my freshman year that one of the places that I would 
like to work was in the south of the United States.  The problem was more acute.  In 
fact, that is why I am here now.   
 
David Yellin:  Interestingly, I think we may be coming to the end of this tape, and I 
would suggest that you’re probably too tired to go on. 
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Well, I haven’t spent any time with my family.  I have 
been gone since 6 a.m. this morning. 
 
David Yellin:  I would like to as long as we can, you can leave it on.  Has this ever 
occurred to you, that the two things that might be much more closely related, and I am 
not even insinuating, I am just asking (muffled), that because of your racial 
confrontations, and what happened to you (muffled), that might have influenced your 
idea about war, in a way -- what does war mean to you as a person?   
 
Rev. James M. Lawson, Jr.:  Well, I do say, I have said and I do say, that the pivotal 
experiences of feeling that you do not respond to “nigger” with a fist, but with ways of 
trying to effect change other than that, I do maintain that that has had very large effect 
upon all my thought and development over the years.  My freshman year was the first 
year, the first time I was knocked down because a friend and I decided we would go and 
see if the barber shops could cut my hair. 
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